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Introduction 
It is a truism that language plays a pivotal role in learning and hence in empowering individuals to 
be both producers and consumers of knowledge. It is likewise obviously true that the choice of the 
language(s) of instruction has been a thorny issue in Africa since its former colonies gained their 
political independence.  Prejudice and confusion about the role and potential of Africa’s indigenous 
languages to act as suitable languages of instruction persist and have resulted in these languages 
being viewed as barriers to successful learning and hence relegated to the back seat with the former 
colonial languages primarily being the preferred language of instruction. Ouane (2010), drawing on 
UNESCO’s 2004 Global Monitoring Report on Education for All, which underscores the choice of 
the language of instruction and language policy in schools as critical for effective learning, argues 
that low-quality education and the marginalisation of the African continent can be linked to its 
language in education practices: 
Africa’s marginalisation is reinforced by its almost complete exclusion from knowledge creation and 
production worldwide ... Africa has the smallest share in scholarly publishing, which is mirrored by 
the international Social Science Citation Index which, despite its cultural bias, covers the world’s 
leading scholarly science and technical journals in more than 100 academic disciplines. Only one per 
cent of the citations in the Index are from Africa. The publicly-accessible knowledge production of 
African scholars takes place outside Africa. The UNESCO Science Report of 2005 indicated that 
Africa is contributing only to 0.4 per cent of the international gross expenditure on research and 
development, and of this, South Africa covers 90 per cent (UNESCO, 2010: 5). 
Notwithstanding research evidence that challenges current practices and suggests new approaches 
to language-in-education policies, the pattern on the African continent of favouring a language of 
wider communication such as English as a language of instruction, seems to be a growing one. In 
October 2011 Africa’s newest nation, South Sudan, where some 60 indigenous languages are 
spoken, announced that it would change the language of schooling to English and phase out Arabic 
as a national language. This move was inspired by the fact that since 1898 Arabic was imposed 
from the north as a tool to spread oppression throughout Sudan. As from 2012 South Sudan would 
teach its national languages at pre-school level and thereafter use English as language of instruction. 
Arabic would only feature as a language subject: “The government hopes the move will unify the 
new nation ... and also bring it in line with neighbouring countries’ education systems” (news24, 
2011). 
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As far as South Africa is concerned, English and Afrikaans served as languages of teaching and 
learning in higher education for roughly the past century. The aim of this study is to assess 
contemporary South Africa’s higher education landscape with particular attention to the challenges 
the medium-sized official languages face in a significantly transformed higher education 
environment. Notwithstanding the radical political, social and economic transformation of post-
apartheid’s higher education environment it is now characterised by the domination of English and 
the continued marginalisation of the (official) indigenous languages. On the other hand, the use of 
Afrikaans as a language of learning and teaching is rapidly on the decline. 
Language-in-education policy in South Africa 
While the present study deals with language issues in higher education in contemporary South 
Africa, it is necessary to emphasise that any discussion on language in higher education should, of 
necessity, also involve language in primary and secondary education. South Africa’s Language in 
Education Policy (DoE, 1997) is based on the principle that the use of the learner’s home language 
as a language of instruction should be maintained in the early years of primary school, but that the 
learner must also have access to an additional language.  
South Africa is home to a great variety of languages used on a daily basis by its population of close 
to 50 million people. The South African Constitution (RSA, 1996) acknowledges the rich diversity 
of its peoples by enshrining official status to 11 of these languages, i.e. English, Afrikaans1 (the 
former official languages from 1910 to the advent of democracy in 1994) and nine African 
languages, i.e. Sesotho sa Leboa, Sesotho, Setswana, Tshivenda, Xitsonga, siSwati, isiNdebele, 
isiXhosa, and isiZulu. According to the latest census by Statistics SA, i.e. Census 2011, the majority 
of South Africans speak an African language as their first or home language. The most commonly-
spoken home language is isiZulu, spoken by some 22,7% of the population, followed by isiXhosa 
(16%) and Afrikaans (13,5%), while English is the home language of 9,6% of the population 
(StatsSA 2012). The language clause in South Africa’s Constitution is supported by the Bill of 
Rights which recognises language as a basic human right:  
Everyone has the right to use the language and participate in the cultural life of their choice, but no 
one exercising these rights may do so in a manner inconsistent with any provision of the Bill of 
Rights (section 30). 
However, the choice of languages used for learning and teaching in the South African education 
system does not reflect the above distribution of home languages.  A report by the Department of 
Basic Education to the South African Development Community (SADC) and the Conference of 
Ministers of Education of the African Union indicates that home language does not feature 
prominently in the choices learners and their parents make as regards the language(s) of instruction 
(DoBE, 2011). In 2007 the great majority of learners in South Africa’s school system from Grade 1 
to Grade 12 opted not to learn through their home language (cf. Table 13). In fact, the great 
majority (65%) learnt through the medium of English, while only 12% learnt through the medium 
of Afrikaans, and 7% through isiZulu, ironically the most commonly-spoken home language. 
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Table 13: Choice of language(s) as medium of instruction in South African schools (2007) 
 
Source: DoBE (2011) 
 
Language policy at university level 
The South African Constitution stipulates that higher education is the responsibility of the national 
government, whereas other levels of education are a concurrent responsibility of both provincial2 
and national government. The Constitution also prescribes that “(e)veryone has the right to receive 
education in the official language or languages of their choice in public educational institutions 
where that education is reasonably practicable” (section 29(2)). The Constitution makes it clear that 
the principles of equity and practicability, and the need to redress the legacy of past racially 
discriminatory laws and practices shall limit the right of individuals to receive education in the 
language of their choice.   
Governance of higher education is executed in terms of the Higher Education Act, 101 of 1997. 
Section 27(2) assigns the responsibility for language policy development to institutions’ councils 
“subject to the policy being determined by the Minister”, thereby providing some space for 
universities to design their own language policies. However, owing to what Alexander (2003: 15) 
describes as “an extremely problematic start”, the South African government was sluggish in 
responding to the fledgling democracy’s need for a national language-in-education policy, 
notwithstanding the exponential growth in student numbers after democracy (see Table 2). As a 
result the Language Policy for Higher Education (LPHE) (DoE 2002), which regulates the language 
dispensation in higher education institutions, was published after almost a decade into the new 
democratic dispensation.  
Table 1: Comparison of total number of students in 1993 and in 2004 indicating growth in higher 
education sector 
  1993 2004 Growth 
Higher Education Institution Number % Number % 62% 
Language used as medium of instruction Percentage (%) 
Afrikaans 12  
English 65  
isiNdebele 0.4  
isiXhosa 6  
isiZulu 7  
Sesotho 2  
Sesotho sa Leboa 3  
Setswana 2  
siSwati 1  
Tshivenda 1  
Xitsonga  1  
Total 100  
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Universities of Technology 80 378 17,3 194 981 26,2 
Universities 180 034 38,8 343 321 46.1 
Distance Education Institutions 
(UNISA/TSA/VISTA) 204 101 43,9 206 187 27.7 
Total 464 513 100,0 744 489 100,0 
Source: Grové (2006) 
The LPHE gives due recognition to the critical role that language and access to language skills play 
“to ensure the right of individuals to realize their full potential to participate in and contribute to the 
social, cultural, intellectual, economic and political life of South African society” (DoE, 2002: 4). 
Government’s transformation project for higher education has directly impacted on the language 
dispensation at higher education institutions. It came as no surprise that the imperative of changing 
the segregated, fragmented nature of the higher education landscape characterized by the apartheid 
dispensation’s “ethnolinguistic geography” (Hill 2008: 160), as well as the need to remove barriers 
to access in higher education would inform language policy and planning (Beukes 2010). In 
addition, the need for South Africa’s transformed institutions to compete in an international 
environment would point to the pivotal role that English would play in a transformed higher 
education context (Hill 2008). 
The LPHE is committed to the following framework: 
 “The development, in the medium to long-term, of South African languages as mediums of 
instruction in higher education, alongside English and Afrikaans; 
 The development of strategies for promoting student proficiency in designated language(s) 
of tuition; 
 The retention and strengthening of Afrikaans as a language of scholarship and science; 
 The promotion of the study of South African languages and literature through planning and 
funding incentives; 
 The promotion of the study of foreign languages; and 
 The encouragement of multilingualism in institutional policies and practices” (DoE, 2002: 
15). 
 
The LPHE acknowledges the historical position of English and Afrikaans as dominant languages of 
instruction and also acknowledges that other South African languages should be developed for use 
in instruction. The LPHE articulates government’s concern for the future of the study of South 
African languages and literature and encourages higher education institutions to develop and 
enhance the study of these languages as part of an overall medium to long-term strategy to promote 
multilingualism. Scholars have expressed serious concern for the lack of interest in the study of 
African languages. Alexander (2012) points to the fact “that only 0.5% of all undergraduates are 
enrolled in African Languages departments in South Africa” and argues that it is “a damning 
indictment on social and especially educational policy during the past 15 years”. 
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Language practices at university level  
The LPHE has been widely commended for its objectives of promoting multilingualism and 
enhancing equity and access in higher education (Foley 2004; Alexander 2003, & De Kadt 2006). 
However, government’s inertia and “extremely problematic start” regarding language policy 
matters, or in the words of De Kadt (2006: 41), its “lack of political interest” and “because it was 
assumed that teaching would take place in English”, created a policy implementation vacuum in 
education that will arguably take at least a generation to address. Historically English and Afrikaans 
have dominated higher education as languages of instruction while African languages were seldom, 
if ever, used in this regard. Government’s LPHE points to this legacy that “has been and continues 
to be a barrier to access and success in higher education; both in the sense that African and other 
languages have not been developed as academic/scientific languages and in so far as the majority of 
students entering higher education are not fully proficient in English and Afrikaans” (DoE 2002: 4). 
When democracy was established in 1994 the majority of the 36 higher education institutions (two 
thirds) offered English-monolingual tuition, a quarter offered Afrikaans tuition and three institutions 
were classified as bilingual institutions (Webb & Du Plessis 2008) (see Table 15).   
Table 15: Language dispensation at South African higher education institutions (1994) 
Type Afrikaans English Bilingual Total 
Universities 5 13 3 21 
Technikons 0 8 7 15 
Total 5 21 10 36 
 
Language policies in higher education soon became a bone of contention when the change in 
demographics at these institutions started to accelerate rapidly. Although race and language in 
South Africa have always been an “inextricable bind” (Jansen, 2010: 6), it could no longer be used 
as a base to separate schools and universities. In the words of former South African President 
Mbeki: 
… it is when the borderline between one language and another is erased, when the social barriers 
between the speaker of one language and another are broken, that a bridge is built, connecting what 
were previously two separate sites into one big space for human interaction, and, out of this, a new 
world emerges and a new nation is born (in DoE 2002: 2). 
The higher education landscape in the new South Africa clearly had to be transformed and new 
language policies in these institutions would of necessity play a pivotal role in this process. Two 
ground-breaking policy documents by the then national Department of Education, i.e. the National 
Plan for Higher Education (2001) and the Language Policy for Higher Education (DoE 2002), were 
finally published. Subsequently a rationalisation process of mergers and incorporation of existing 
institutions reduced South Africa’s 36 universities and technikons (higher education institutions 
with a technical focus) to 22 universities (including new categories of institutions, i.e. ‘universities 
of technology’ and ‘comprehensive universities’) (see Table 16 below).  
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Table 16: Language dispensation at South African higher education institutions subsequent to a 
rationalisation process (2004) 
Type Afrikaans English Bilingual Total 
Universities 0 7 4 11 
Universities of  Technology 0 5 0 5 
Comprehensives 0 3 3 6 
Total 0 15 7 22 
 
The changed landscape predictably impacted on the choice of language of instruction, with the 
National Plan for Higher Education (2001) insisting that ethnolinguistic forces such as the need to 
be an ‘English university’ or an ‘Afrikaans university’ would no longer determine the nature of the 
language dispensation at any given institution. While the Language Policy for Higher Education 
(2002) acknowledges the status quo in cases where English and Afrikaans are dominant languages 
of instruction, the Language Policy rejects the need for designated Afrikaans universities since it 
“runs counter to the end goal of a transformed higher education system” (DoE, 2002: 12). Higher 
education institutions are required to respond to “the simultaneous development of a multilingual 
environment in which all our languages are developed as academic/scientific languages” (DoE, 
2002: 5) so that they “unabashedly and unashamedly” become “South African” (DoE 2002: 12).   
Those institutions that were widely known as ‘Afrikaans-medium universities’3 were singularly 
affected by the provisions of the Language Policy for Higher Education in the sense that it put an 
end to Afrikaans-only institutions. Extra-ordinary demographic pressures, which will be discussed 
below, also contributed to the rapid change at these institutions. Table 17 gives an indication of the 
current language dispensation at previously ‘Afrikaans universities’. The use of Afrikaans as a full-
fledge language of learning and teaching in higher education is at a sharp decline, a situation which 
is deteriorating each year. 
Table 17: Current dispensation regarding language of instruction at previously ‘Afrikaans universities’ 
University Language Policy Provision on 
Language of Instruction 
Covert Language of Instruction 
Practice 
1. University of Johannesburg English, Afrikaans, Isizulu & Sesotho 
sa Leboa are ‘primary academic 
languages’ 
• English 
• Afrikaans in undergraduate 
classes in few selected 
departments on one campus 
2. North-West University English and Afrikaans ‘primary 
languages of tuition’ 
• English 
• Afrikaans  &  English (via 
whispered interpreting on one 
campus) 
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3. Stellenbosch University Multilingual teaching model is 
followed: 
Afrikaans and English are languages of 
teaching: 
• parallel-medium teaching used 
primarily in first year of teaching 
(class group is divided into two 
parallel streams) 
• double-medium teaching from 
second year of teaching (both 
languages are used in same class 
room)  
• Study material in both languages 
•   
• English and Afrikaans 
(primarily only in first year of 
teaching)  
• English (postgraduate)  
4. University of Pretoria Tuition either in Afrikaans or in 
English; or in both 
• English and Afrikaans 
(primarily only in first year of 
teaching)  
• Parallel-medium in some first-
year classes  
5. University of the Free State English and Afrikaans on a ‘parallel-
medium basis’ 
Afrikaans and English 
 
The issue of ‘Afrikaans-medium universities’ has become a vexed issue in post-apartheid South 
Africa. Beukes (2010: 210) cautions that the debate on the status and future of Afrikaans as a 
language of instruction “should be understood against the backdrop of the reality that very few of 
the languages spoken in the world are in fact used in institutions of secondary and higher learning”. 
A significant achievement of Afrikaans as a language of science is the fact that - in the course of the 
twentieth century - it is one of only a few languages (such as Catalan, Hebrew, Hindi, Indonesian) 
that has been adequately standardized in order to function as a fully-fledged language of science 
and technology and for undergraduate and postgraduate teaching purposes. 
The post-apartheid period witnessed a significant increase in the number of monolingual 
institutions. The status quo at the time of writing in 2013 indicates that all 22 higher education 
institutions offer tuition through the medium of English, with no previously ‘Afrikaans university’ 
in a position to claim that it offers tuition at undergraduate level through the medium of Afrikaans 
by default.  
From a demographic point of view the rapid changes in the composition of South Africa’s student 
population have been described as the fastest of its kind in the world (Smit, 2010: 51). This 
phenomenon satisfies government’s transformation requirements which require the increased 
participation of all population groups in higher education. In this regard South Africa’s Council on 
Higher Education reports that the proportion of African students in terms of the total enrolment in 
public higher education as a whole increased from 49% in 1995 to 63% in 2007 (CHE, 2009: 18).  
In this process so-called historically Afrikaans-medium universities (i.e. institutions where 
Afrikaans was used as the primary language of instruction) have undergone - what Du Plessis 
(2006: 87) refers to as - a “sociolinguistic metamorphosis” by offering tuition both in English and 
(increasingly less) in Afrikaans, in the end resulting in the (almost total) abolishment of Afrikaans 
in higher education institutions.  
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The University of Johannesburg (UJ) is a case in point. UJ is situated in the Gauteng province, the 
economic hub of the country, and is one of the largest residential universities in South Africa with 
close to 50 000 students. Such was the nature of the sociolinguistic pressure on higher education 
institutions to facilitate access that, four years before government formally initiated the 
transformation of higher education, UJ’s predecessor, the Rand Afrikaans University (RAU), 
introduced English as language of instruction in addition to Afrikaans in order to satisfy the needs 
of the non-Afrikaans-speaking students who were enrolling at this institution in increasingly greater 
numbers.  That said, it is important to keep in mind that this university, right from its establishment 
in 1967, chose to teach through the medium of Afrikaans, a decision also symbolically reflected in 
its choice of name, i.e. Rand Afrikaans University. In fact, one of the founding principles of RAU 
was to provide an academic home ‘tailor-made’ for Afrikaner students (i.e. an institution that would 
be Afrikaans in spirit and character) in the then English-dominant Johannesburg area. The 
Afrikaans language was therefore the sole language of instruction for three decades before special 
measures were adopted in the late 1990s to accommodate the language preferences of its then 
rapidly changing student population. As a consequence, parallel-medium instruction was introduced 
at RAU in 1998, which in practice resulted in separate classes, study guides and tutoring for 
English- and Afrikaans-speaking students, making it possible for them to continue studying in the 
language of their choice.  
This dramatic shift in the linguistic profile of students at RAU saw the university rapidly evolving 
from a monolingual Afrikaans university to an institution where parallel-medium instruction 
became institutionalized. As is the case where a dominant world language forms part of a 
configuration of languages of instruction, English made rapid inroads at RAU, thus leading to an 
imbalance in the number of students in Afrikaans and English classes by 2004, with a ratio of 
approximately 1:4 preferring tuition through the medium of English (Beukes & Pienaar 2009). This 
trend continued unabated, resulting in a steep decline at this institution in the enrolment of students 
who prefer Afrikaans as a language of instruction (see Table 18), and also in the enrolment of 
Afrikaans students (see Table 19). Hence parallel-medium instruction gave way to English only 
instruction. 
Table 18: Enrolment of students at University of Johannesburg who chose Afrikaans as language of 
instruction (1999-2011).   
Year of registration Students who opted for Afrikaans as preferred language of instruction 
1999 6010 
2008 3386 
2011 1595 
Source: Source: University of Johannesburg Unit for Institutional and Strategic Planning (2011) 
Table 19: Enrolment of Afrikaans students at UJ (2000-2009). 
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
4 958 4 963 5 069 5 116 5 119 4 736 4 242 3 917 3 490 3 285 
Source: Rokebrand (2012) 
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The above statistics beg the question how and where students who seemingly still prefer being 
taught through the medium of Afrikaans are now being accommodated. Beukes (2010: 206) argues 
that the University of Johannesburg’s prospective Afrikaans students, notwithstanding the 
university’s concerted efforts - through an integrated marketing campaign in 2008 and 2009 - to 
publicize its commitment to offering Afrikaans-medium instruction, are “being lured to institutions 
such as North-West University’s Potchefstroom campus and also Stellenbosch University that still 
offer Afrikaans-medium teaching”. Other researchers also refer to an emerging trend of Afrikaans-
speaking students now increasingly preferring English as their medium of instruction. This trend is 
a function of the globalisation of English which has, as elsewhere, also resulted in South African 
students believing that studying in a language other than English would pose a barrier to their full 
participation in “the global economy” (Van Coller, 2003: 95).  
Another reason for the rapid change in student demographics and the dwindling number of students 
who study through the medium of Afrikaans is related to the opportunities that globalization offers. 
With the increased mobility that the processes of globalisation brought about and the transformation 
of contemporary societal life into new ‘scapes’ (Appadurai, 1996 in Pennycook, 2011: 514) such as 
‘ethnoscapes’ characterised by the increased flow of refugees, migrants, immigrants and tourists, 
and ‘financescapes’ with flows of capital, Afrikaners (who lost political power in the transition to 
democracy in 1994) have now also become part of “the neo-diaspora from Africa” (Du Plessis 
2004: 26). According to estimates some one and a half million South Africans have left the country 
over the past two decades. Du Plessis (2004: 54) argues that “about 50% of the approximately 
20,000 emigrants leaving South Africa annually since 1994 have been Afrikaners. Over a period of 
ten years this would amount to 150,000 Afrikaner emigrants or 5% of the Afrikaner population of 
three million plus”.4 
Language ideologies and discourses 
The role of languages other than English in ‘opening the doors of education’ in South Africa 
(Beukes 2010: 194) has to all accounts not been a priority for the post-apartheid state. Higher 
education institutions are, first and foremost, political creations and hence the products of unique 
contexts, traditions and social conditions (Du Plessis 2008). Current discourses on the strategic 
efficiency of English in opening the doors of education have impacted negatively on the efforts of 
African language scholars to promote the intellectualisation of these languages for use in higher 
education.  
In an effort to respond to the transformation imperative and impact on language practices by 
introducing an African language for teaching and learning purposes in the higher education context, 
the University of Limpopo launched the first ever dual-medium programme in 2003 in which an 
African language, Sesotho sa Leboa5, and English are used for tuition and assessment. The  B.A. 
degree in Contemporary English and Multilingual Studies (BA CEMS) is a three-year 
undergraduate programme with two major subjects, i.e. Contemporary English Language Studies 
(CELS), taught and assessed in English; and Thuto ya bolemente (Multilingual Studies or MUST), 
taught and assessed in Sesotho sa Leboa. The CELS course includes modules such as English in 
society, critical language awareness, language and literacy learning in a multilingual context and 
language and cognition, while MUST includes modules such as an introduction to multilingualism, 
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multilingual services in South Africa and researching multilingualism. This ground-breaking dual-
medium programme was alas not funded by government, but materialised only through the 
intervention and a generous grant from the Ford Foundation. The grant was used (a) to employ and 
train young Sesotho sa Leboa-speaking staff to develop cognitively challenging materials in that 
language, and (b) to translate key scholarly articles from English into Sesotho sa Leboa. 
The B.A. CEMS programme has, however, become a site of contestation: “Some academics and 
students believe that African languages cannot be used to teach university-level content and so 
discourage students from registering for this degree” (Mail & Guardian, 2010: 4). Although 
graduation figures remain fairly modest, the programme has a pass rate of 92%, reportedly one of 
the highest rates in that university. Table 20 gives an indication of the steady increase in enrolment 
for the B.A. CESMS degree since its inception: 
Table 20: Student enrolment for BA CESMS degree at University of Limpopo (2003 – 2012). 
Modules 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
CELS 101  12  15   21   39   32   27   30  27   31     44 
CELS 102  12  10   19   39   30   24   30  23   37     44 
MUST 101    7    7   25   33   28   17       40  27   33     37 
MUST 102    7    7   24   33   27    19    40  28   33     37 
CELS 201 ------  11     7   12     6     9     8  12   18     11 
CELS 202 ------  11     6   12     5     8     9  12   20     11 
MUST 201 ------    6   10   14   28   17     9  19   15     18 
MUST 202 ------    6     9   14   25   19     9  19  14     18 
CELS 301 ------ ------     6     7     7     4     7   6   10     15 
CELS 302 ------ ------     6     7     7     4     7   6     9     15 
MUST 301 ------ ------     4     9     9     8     7   7   13     13 
MUST 302 ------ ------     4     9   10     8     7   7   12     13 
Total  38  83  141  230 214 154  203  193   245   276   
 Source: E. Ramani (2012) 
 
Another project aimed at ‘intellectualising’ an African language, i.e. developing the language to be 
used as a language of science, was introduced in 2008 by the Rhodes University. The B.A. Xhosa 
mother-tongue programme by the African Language Studies (ALS) section includes a three-year 
major in isiXhosa6 with modules in applied language studies such as sociolinguistics, translation 
studies, literary discourse, syntax, African languages and localisation, taught through the medium of 
isiXhosa. On average the course attracts about 50 students in the first year, 20 in the second year 
and about 10 students in the third year (Kaschula 2012). The significance of this programme is that 
- notwithstanding the lack of a metalanguage in isiXhosa – it is illustrating to sceptics that African 
languages can be developed successfully as scientific languages and hence used to support learning 
and teaching through the medium of these languages. 
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The traditional role of the university - as a centre of research and enquiry, and as a source of 
solutions to problems of the society within which it is located - demands that South African 
universities look into using African languages to promote the meaningful participation and success 
of speakers of African languages in higher education  (Maseko 2011). Moreover, government is in 
the process of creating conditions for the promotion of the study of African languages in the South 
African school system, which will arguably impact on the higher education system in the long term 
(cf. proposed pilot study in the Government Gazette, DoBE 2013b). An important milestone in this 
regard is the publication in September 2013 of the Department of Basic Education’s draft policy, 
Incremental Introduction of African Languages, with the main objective of “introducing learners 
incrementally to learning an African language from Grade 1 to 12 to ensure that all non-African 
home language speakers speak an African Language” (DoBE 2013a: 5).  
Against this changing backdrop, the University of KwaZulu-Natal announced in a bold and 
significant move that acquiring isiZulu proficiency would become compulsory for all undergraduate 
students in 2014 as part of the university’s efforts to promote and facilitate the use of isiZulu as a 
language of learning, communication, instruction and administration. The first pioneering phase of 
this policy initiative will commence in 2014 and will require that students and staff “develop 
communicative competence” in both isiZulu and English for the purposes of “academic 
interaction.” In a press release the university states that this “reflects UKZN’s commitment to the 
development of isiZulu as an academic language alongside English which at this stage remains the 
main language of learning and instruction” (UKZN 2013a & 2013b). The juxtaposition of isiZulu 
alongside English is particularly encouraging since it would arguably facilitate the entrenchment of 
additive multilingualism as an educational goal in South Africa. 
A summary of language practices at higher education institutions as regards the status quo on 
languages used for teaching and learning is provided in Table 9.  
Table 21: Summary of current language practices at South African higher education institutions as 
regards languages used for teaching and learning  
Level English Afrikaans Other language(s) 
Undergraduate At all 
universities 
Only at 5 previously 
‘Afrikaans universities’ 
Selected faculties 
Sharp decrease since 2002 
Two courses partially using African 
languages as languages of 
instruction:  
University of Limpopo 
Rhodes University 
Senior 
undergraduate 
(3rd  &  4th  year – 
honours) 
At all 
universities 
Only at 5 previously 
‘Afrikaans universities’ 
Selected faculties 
Sharp decrease since 2002 
Two courses partially using African 
languages as language of instruction:  
University of Limpopo 
Rhodes University 
Master’s At all 
universities 
Few enrolments 
(insignificant) 
None (except few in language 
subjects) 
Professional At all 
universities 
Few enrolments 
(insignificant numbers) None 
Doctoral research At all 
universities 
Few enrolments 
(insignificant numbers) 
None (except few in language 
subjects) 
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Language competencies expected of teaching staff, administrative staff and students 
It is general wisdom that it would be nigh impossible to find a university classroom in the South 
African context where students all share the same home language. Likewise the language profile of 
teaching staff at higher education institutions also reflects a wide diversity of linguistic proficiency. 
However, against the backdrop of higher education institutions increasingly moving towards 
monolingual education through the medium of what Beukes (2010: 197) labels a “standardized 
LOLT”, i.e. using English exclusively for tuition purposes, it is a de facto policy that teaching staff 
should be proficient to teach in English.  
One exception, though, is the system of spoken-language educational interpreting services offered 
on the Potchefstroom campus of the North-West University (NWU) since 2004. This campus has 
traditionally offered tuition primarily in Afrikaans because the majority of students are Afrikaans-
speaking. However, through providing educational interpreting into English the language needs of 
English-speaking students are now also being catered for. This service has grown over the past eight 
years: NWU expected to offer educational interpreting using the services of 69 interpreters services 
in approximately 1 680 periods per week during the 2013 academic year, a far cry from a modest 
start in April 2004 when only 22 contact periods per week were interpreted (Blaauw 2006 & 2013). 
In addition, these services are now also available on its other two campuses where interpreting is 
offered from English into Afrikaans. 
In view of a number of pivotal legal imperatives, among which the constitutional provisions on 
language and government’s Language Policy for Higher Education, as well as South Africa’s post-
apartheid transformation project, higher education institutions are seemingly committed to 
promoting multilingualism. As a consequence, most universities’ language policies make provision 
for the necessary support to improve their staff and students’ language skills where required. 
Research in Afrikaans 
In a study on journal articles published in Afrikaans during the period 1990 to 2002 Mouton (2005) 
finds that Afrikaans scholars are increasingly shifting to publishing in English titles. In this period 
articles written in Afrikaans comprised only 8,2% of all articles published. Mouton’s findings7 
moreover point to a significant decline from 14% in 1990 to 5% in 2002 of articles produced in 
Afrikaans, a decline of almost 300%. These Afrikaans articles were accepted by a small number of 
so-called accredited journals that primarily publish in the humanities and also to a lesser degree in 
the social sciences.  
This decline should arguably be understood against the backdrop of the Anglicization of higher 
education underpinned by the political and economic objectives of post-apartheid South Africa. It is 
important also to bear in mind that scholars are increasingly responding to government’s policy 
objectives as set out in South Africa’s National Development and Research Strategy (DST 2002) 
that promotes innovation. Strategically human resource development and knowledge production 
and dissemination is increasingly taking place through the medium of English. This trend is clearly 
enhanced by the requirement for higher education institutions to function in an international 
environment and to compete in a global market for the production of knowledge. 
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Publishing in the digital age has however opened up new avenues for scholars wishing to publish 
through the medium of Afrikaans. A new online accredited8 journal in Afrikaans, LitNet 
Akademies9, has benefitted from 21st century information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
and so-called open dissemination models. This journal has - as its central drive - the objective of 
encouraging research in the Afrikaans language. The journal started off with articles that cover the 
humanities, and in 2010 science and law and in 2012 religion studies followed.  
Conclusion 
Effecting political, social and economic transformation has been a hallmark of the post-apartheid 
period in South Africa, also as far as the higher education environment is concerned. The particular 
ideology requirements and attendant policy objectives that have characterised this environment has 
resulted in the encroachment of English and the abolishment of Afrikaans universities. Given the 
important role that higher education plays in the national economy, South Africa is now faced with 
what Webb (2010: 373) refers to as the challenge of “revitalising” Afrikaans in higher education. 
The past achievements of Afrikaans as a language of learning and teaching and as a language of 
science could provide a gateway for the meaningful introduction of South Africa’s other indigenous 
languages in higher education. In the words of De Kadt (2006: 54): 
The story of Afrikaans highlights not just the importance of a committed state, but also the 
importance of cultural bodies and universities in language development. ... Until African languages 
become an important part of tertiary education, these languages are likely to remain invisible and 
unusable in government and business. 
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1
 The Afrikaans language is viewed as an indigenous language of Africa. Afrikaans has multiple roots: it originated at 
the southern tip of Africa from a 17th century Dutch dialect with significant influences from indigenous 
languages such as Khoekhoen, and also Portuguese Creole and Malay varieties. Owing to these influences the 
Dutch dialect became Africanised over a period of some 300 years. The language is primarily spoken in South 
Africa and its immediate neighbour, Namibia, and to a lesser extent in Botswana. It is also spoken in smaller 
pockets in countries such as Australia and New Zealand, which boast significant South African immigrant 
populations (cf. Hatoss, Starks & Janse van Rensburg (2011) & Barkhuizen 2006). 
2
 South Africa has nine provinces. 
3
 These universities, which in the past offered tuition primarily through the medium of Afrikaans, are the North-West 
University (NWU) - the former University of Potchefstroom (PU), the University of Johannesburg (UJ) - the former 
Rand Afrikaans University (RAU), the University of the Free State (UF) - the former University of the Orange Free 
State (UOFS), the University of Pretoria (UP) and the University of Stellenbosch (US). The University of South 
Africa (Unisa), has offered parallel education in English and Afrikaans since 1946. Unisa is one of the world’s 
‘mega-universities’ with more than 350 000 students, of which about 10% are Afrikaans speaking, resulting in it 
boasting more Afrikaans students than any other South African university (Bornman et al. 2013). 
4
 Statistics from StatsSA indicate that South Africa’s professionals are emigrating at an increasing rate: the total 
number of economically active emigrants increased from 4 794 in 1999 to 10 540 in 2003 (Finance Week, 2004: 
53). 
5
 Sesotho sa Leboa is a medium-sized language in the South African context with approximately 7,6% of South 
Africans who claim to use the language as their home language, compared to 13,5% who use Afrikaans and  
9,6% who use English as a home language (StatsSA 2012). 
6
 IsiXhosa is part of the large Nguni group of languages and is spoken as a home language by 16,0% of the 
population, second after isiZulu, spoken by 22,7% of the population (StatsSA 2012). 
7
 Mouton’s findings are based on an absolute decline in the number of articles published in Afrikaans. 
8
 Accreditation of scholarly journals is managed by the Department of Higher Education and Training in terms of 
government’s Policy and Procedures for the Measurement of Research Output of Public Higher Education. 
Journals must meet a set of minimum criteria. Authors who publish their research in these accredited journals 
collect a publication subsidy. According to Gray & Willmers (2009) 210 journals are currently accredited. 
9
 LitNet Akademies is published by LitNet, an independent journal that went live on the Internet on 11 January 1999. 
The LitNet Akademies journal, sponsored by the Dagbreek Trust and PSG Fund Management, was accredited by 
the Department of Education in 2008. Etienne van Heerden, professor in the School of Languages and 
Literatures at the University of Cape Town, is the Editor in Chief (LitNet 2013). 
 
 
 
 
 
